The Chew Stick in the S ra ('Biography of the Prophet')
The earliest Islamic text in which the chew stick occurs is the narrative about the deathbed of the Prophet, in the sīra of Ibn Is āq (d. 767):
T1 Ya qūb b. Utba, from al-Zuhrī, from Urwa: Ā isha said, The apostle came back to me from the mosque that day and lay in my bosom. A man of Abū Bakr's family came in to me with a chew stick in his hand and the apostle looked at it in such a way that I knew he wanted it, and when I asked him if he wanted me to give it to him he said Yes; so I took it and chewed it for him to soften it and gave it to him. He rubbed his teeth with it more energetically than I had ever seen him rub before; then he laid it down. I found him heavy in my bosom and as I looked into his face, lo his eyes were fixed and he was saying: 'No, rather *the 3 What part does the chew stick play in this story? Did the narrator want to make the Prophet purify himself or at least freshen up in view of his meeting with the high companions in paradise? That seems unlikely. Or did the narrator intend to present the Prophet as establishing a sunna? At first sight, that may seem somewhat more feasible. The later a sunna is placed in the Prophet's life, the smaller the chance that it could be changed or abolished. Therefore we see sunnas established during the conquest of Mekka and the farewell pilgrimage; and why not also during the final illness and on the Prophet's deathbed? An example is the protest by the Prophet on his deathbed against ladd, the forced administration of a medicine through the mouth corners of a sleeping or unconscious patient. Indeed this became the precedent for a ban. 4 But if our text had intended to establish a sunna, of what kind would it be? The use of the chew stick was so widespread, that Arabs hardly needed a prophetic example for it. It was a pre-Islamic habit and indeed non-Muslim pastoral peoples of Eastern Africa use such twigs for cleaning their teeth until today. If non-Arab Muslims, e.g. Persians, had other habits of dental care, they may have needed encouragement to clean their mouth the Arab way, or with a twig of that specific plant, but our text does not look like establishing any sunna at all. There is no obvious intention. Neither legal nor pious interest in purity are present here, and how and when to apply the siwāk is neither discussed nor demonstrated. Moreover, it would have been tactless to stress the importance of that little twig against the setting of the very last moments of the prophet.
